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War has always threatened and distressed man, no matter when and how it is conducted. It is an 

event of such violent power that it moves people in a way that they will never forget. There is a 

terror, an impact, a fascination, that makes people talk, write or paint about it. Europe  has seen 

many wars and much has been left behind that testifies to them. Infact, the earliest piece of 

European literature  is an epic  about  a war, Homer's Iliad. It was set  and composed  in a 

time we hardly know about and yet its content sounds familiar to us. So familiar indeed, that it 

can be compared with one of the most important  paintings of our century, also concerning  

war, 'Guernica' by Pablo Picasso. 

There certainly are big differences between both works, but they have one thing in common: war is 

seen as a source of suffering. In Homer's times war was an accepted part of society.It  was a place 

where men won glory and established their position. The war of Troy, which originated because of 

the abduction of a beautiful wife and various goods, often glorified those who were strongest.  

However, it also caused pain and those who suffered the most  were  the  weak: women,  

children,  and  the old; and Homer doesn't forget to describe their misery as well. The 

defenceless were again the victims when in 1937, during the Spanish  civil  war, fascists  

bombarded  Guernica,  a small town without military importance, in an act of pure terrorism. 

The horror of the attack shocked the world and had an especially strong impact on Pablo Picasso, 

and it made him create an outstanding picture which not only portrays the destruction  of 

Guernica but transforms it into a symbol for the destruction  of society. There is no glory- there 

are only victims. 

Images of war 

There   are  strong  connections   and  similarities   between  the images  used by both Homer 

and Picasso. One of them is the motif of the mother weeping for her dead child. Kneeling on the 

left of the picture, she reminds us of Thetis, who is weeping for her son Achilleus  and of 

Andromache, who is pained for her baby son Astyanax and his future after the death of his 

father. 

Oh, the pain of being a mother ... 
I bore a son ... 
I tended him like a plant in the crown of the garden. 
(Bk 18) 
 
The dead soldier who lies stretched  out below her, his fist still holding a broken sword, could be 
Sarpedon, Lykaon, Patroklos or Hektor, or he could be one of those we never heard of. 
He lay stretched out, face down in the dust 

... and his spirit flitted from his body and went on the 
way to Hades, weeping for his fate, and the youth 
and the manhood it must leave.  (Bk 22) 
 
The image of suffering animals, the depiction of the pain of the ultimately  innocent,  has an 

especially  striking  impact in both works. A distressed bull and a horse whose scream is 

suffocated by a bomb struck in its mouth are the equivalent  to the divine horses who weep for 



Patroklos. Flames around a window on the right symbolize the destruction  of human shelter by 

fire which reminds us of the burning ships of the Achaians. 

However, the impact both works have is different: in Homer, mothers cry knowing that what 

happened had to be. Soldiers die without losing their beauty. 

In a young man all is descent if he is killed in war and lies there tom by the sharp bronze - 
though he is dead all that is revealed of him is beautiful. 
(Bk 22) 
 
And great men like Hektor and Patroklos will never be left with out a burial; their bodies are free 

from any marks of the harm done to them. The divine horses weep, but they will be looked 

after and the ships bum but the fire will be extinguished soon. The terror is part of a whole and 

exists within boundaries. No one would picture Thetis or the dead Hektor looking like one of 

Picasso’s figures – hopeless and deformed.  

Much more similar in both works is the depiction of the divine element  which exists next  to the 

suffering. Picasso's painting shows a god's eye, but the pupil is replaced by a light bulb. There is a 

sense of watching without perceiving and the rays painted around the eye fail to shed light on 

the scene. The Iliad presents a similar picture. The gods watch the fighting without bringing real  

enlightenment. Both  images  question  the  justice  of  the divine  by presenting  it in a profane  

way. But while Picasso's 'eye' makes the whole scene even more hopeless and senseless, 

Homer's gods also serve to lighten and entertain. The difference is that while in 'Guernica' 

everything has a very strong symbolic meaning, the Iliad is full of decorations  and cosmic 

elements.   

Both works contain allusions to the world of peace. In Homer we find them in the form of similes. 

They compare scenes of the world of war to scenes of the world of nature and of peace; they 

often gloss over  the terror and the tell of the pre-existence of cultivated life despite war. 

Priam's brave son ... dropped his head to one side 
like a poppy in a garden, laden with fruit and spring rain: 
just so his head bowed, weighed down by his helmet. 
(Bk 8) 
 

The single flower, that grows near Picasso's horse, in contrast, is neither  ornament  nor  relief,  

it is out  of place  in a  world destroyed by war.  

Homer's characters respond towards the war in various ways, while all reactions  exhibited  by 

Picasso's images are those  of victims: they are marked by pain, horror, and despair. That there 

can also be the lust to fight we learn from Paris who runs eagerly for battle, like a strong and noble 

horse. 

He came down from the height of Pergamos, 
bright in his armour like the beaming  sun and laughing as he came.  (Bk 6) 
 

Friends  and relatives  generally  encourage  the heroes  to fight, except in hopeless situations, as 

this is their duty in society and their chance to win glory for themselves and for their families. 

Although  simple soldiers  don't share the hero's excitement with war, they can be motivated, 

and sudden determination and fighting spirit can take hold of a whole army whenever  a god 

joins them in the fighting. 



And murderous Ares went out amongst the Trojan ranks... 
... he spurred strength and heart in each of them.  (Bk 5) 
 

Everyone  grows sick and weary of war, and what is the main concern  of Picasso's work 

glimmers  through  Homer's lines, when he calls war 'man-slaying' and 'painful', Ares 'a 

plague to men' and the raging Achilles  a 'murderous' and  'inhuman being'. The feelings that 

are evoked by Picasso's work can also be felt reading Homer. But while Picasso leaves the viewer 

in a state of shock by the violence and the deformity  in his picture, Homer balances terror by 

more positive elements. His war has pain but no endless horror: it is endurable. 
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